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1  | INTRODUC TION

Pulse pressure (PP) is defined as the difference between systolic 
blood pressure (SBP) and diastolic blood pressure (DBP), which 
represent the maximal and minimal circulatory pressures during 
the cardiac cycle.1 “Normal” values for SBP and DBP are esti-
mated at 120 mm Hg and 80 mm Hg, respectively, producing an 
approximate value of 40 mm Hg for average PP. A “narrowed” PP 
is defined as <25% of the SBP while a “widened” PP is defined as 
>100  mm  Hg,1 although PP should always be considered in the 
context of the patient's absolute SBP and DBP and the values at 
which PP beings to confer increased risk of adverse clinical out-
comes will vary according to specific disease states.2 While the 
differential for a widened PP is broad, wide PP is most often seen 
in the context of extensive cardiovascular disease and is an in-
dependent predictor of disease progression and all-cause mortal-
ity.3-5 The aim of this article is to review the pathophysiology and 

causes of wide PP, its impact on disease outcomes, and effective 
strategies for treatment.

2  | C A SE

An 86-year-old man with a history of hypertension for 20 years, atrial 
fibrillation, hyperlipidemia, non-insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus, 
benign prostatic hypertrophy, and peripheral vascular disease pre-
sents to clinic. He denies acute complaints. Physical examination is 
notable for a gentleman in no acute distress with a pulse of 73 bpm, 
blood pressure (BP) of 201/66 mm Hg, and temperature of 98.1 F. 
Cardiopulmonary examination is notable for an irregularly irregular 
rhythm without murmur and clear lung fields to auscultation. No pe-
ripheral edema is present. His medications include diltiazem 240 mg 
daily, metoprolol succinate 50 mg daily, and lisinopril 40 mg daily. He 
reports excellent adherence to his medications, follows a low sodium 
diet, denies use of herbal medications and his only over-the-counter 
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medication is acetaminophen. He asks if he should increase his an-
tihypertensive regimen as he is concerned his DBP will be too low if 
his regimen is intensified.

3  | PATHOPHYSIOLOGY & EPIDEMIOLOGY

The pathogenesis of wide PP may vary significantly between dif-
ferent populations. Importantly, a widening PP is a normal conse-
quence of senescence.6 Both SBP and DBP increase with age until 
age 55, after which they diverge as diastolic pressures decrease 
and systolic pressures continue to rise.7 The result is a progressive 
widening of the PP beyond age 60, with isolated systolic hyperten-
sion—defined as an SBP ≥ 130 mm Hg with a DBP < 80 mm Hg—
accounting for around 65% of hypertension diagnoses in elderly 
patients.8,9

The hemodynamic physiology of age-related wide PP and sys-
tolic hypertension may be succinctly attributed to arteriosclero-
sis—the gradual degenerative stiffening of arteries (Figure 1).10 This 
process reduces the compliance of the central arterial system, lead-
ing to an increased proportion of flow occurring during systole and a 
consequent elevation in SBP. Sclerotic vasculopathies also increase 
the pulse wave velocity (PWV), defined as the ratio of the distance 
between two points (eg, between the carotid and femoral arteries) 
in the arterial system and the time it takes for the systole-generated 
aortic pressure wave to travel from one point to the other.11,12 This 
phenomenon may occur independently of any changes in MAP or 
systemic vascular resistance (SVR),13 as peripheral arteries generally 
demonstrate less age-related stiffening or increase in diameter to 
offload increased vascular hydrostatic pressure.14,15 The most accu-
rate readings of central blood pressure and resultant cardiovascu-
lar risk assessment are achieved by placing a sensor directly in the 
aorta, where it is easier to detect the PP amplification secondary to 
increased pulse wave reflection often resulting from increased SVR, 
decreased elasticity, and increased PWV.11 Augmentation pressure 
(the absolute pressure increase from systolic ejection pressure due 
to pulse wave reflection) and its derivation, the aortic augmentation 
index16 (defined as the ratio of central blood pressure to PP), are 
independent predictors of cardiovascular disease,17,18 arterial stiff-
ening, and all-cause mortality.6

In contrast to age-related wide PP, wide PP in younger patients 
is most often seen in well-conditioned athletes—rigorous exercise 
increases both stroke volume and cardiac output while decreasing 

SVR, leading to increased PP.1 Pathologic variants of wide PP in 
patients under the age of 45 are less common. Several epidemi-
ological studies have linked specific genetic loci to increased risk 
for developing wide PP,19,20 but the mechanism and prevalence of 
these variants have yet to be confirmed.6 More relevant are the 
rising rates of wide PP alongside increases in pediatric obesity and 
metabolic syndrome21; thus a wide PP in the pediatric or young 
adult patient may constitute a telling marker of deteriorating car-
diovascular health.

4  | DIFFERENTIAL DIAGNOSIS

In a patient presenting with new-onset hypertension with or without 
wide PP, BP values should first be confirmed with accurate meas-
urement techniques before further workup for underlying causes 
can proceed (Figure 2). Auscultatory office blood pressure measure-
ment is the traditional technique for diagnosing hypertension but is 
limited by its low reproducibility and vulnerability to confounding 
factors, including the white coat effect22,23 and worse SBP meas-
urement discrepancies in elderly patients.24 The American Heart 
Association (AHA) considers 24-hour ambulatory blood pressure 
monitoring (ABPM) the reference standard for blood pressure as-
sessment,25 although studies show automated office blood pressure 
monitoring (AOBPM) to be equivalent to ABPM while retaining the 
convenience of being an office measurement technique.22,26 The di-
agnosis of hypertension and evaluation of subsequent response to 
treatment should be informed by at least one of these two measure-
ment techniques based on an average of two or more readings on at 
least two occasions.

The astute clinician must be wary of various underlying pathol-
ogies that may include wide PP in their symptomatology (Table 1). 
In general, causes of a hyperdynamic circulation will often present 
with wide PP. Aortic regurgitation is a classic example and pres-
ents with a myriad of physical examination findings, including 
Corrigan's water hammer pulse, Quincke's pulse, and wide PP.6 
Research has also determined that increased PP in hypertensive 
patients with aortic regurgitation is independently associated with 
higher risk for development of clinically significant carotid artery 
stenosis.27 Secondary causes of aortic insufficiency including an-
eurysm,28 dissection,29,30 endocarditis,31 and connective tissue 
disorders32 have also been shown to increase PP. Similarly, the 
formation of arteriovenous (AV) fistulas permanently increases 

F I G U R E  1   Pathophysiology of age-
related wide pulse pressure
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both cardiac output and PP, placing patients at risk of high-output 
heart failure.33,34

Other pathologic causes of wide PP span numerous organ systems 
and include diseases both common and uncommon. “Wet” Beriberi, 

defined as a severe thiamine deficiency, will present with peripheral 
neuropathy and high-output heart failure.35 While not universally 
present, wide PP is a common feature alongside Corrigan's pulse, 
Traube's sign, and Quincke's pulse.36,37 A wide PP is a common fea-
ture of early distributive shock38,39 and may even be a predictor of 
mortality and fluid responsiveness.40 Elevated intracranial pressure 
(ICP) should also be on the differential, as wide PP may be a finding 
in the classical Cushing triad response. This triad is normally defined 
by bradycardia, respiratory depression, and hypertension.41,42 The 
mechanism behind these physiologic responses is still unclear, but 
recent hypotheses theorize that they may be indicators of medul-
lary compression by rising ICP and impending tonsillar herniation.43 
Finally, thyrotoxicosis induces an increase in PP through its effect on 
basal metabolic rate.44 Conversely, PP has been shown to decrease 
following successful treatment with beta-adrenergic blockade.45

5  | CLINIC AL OUTCOMES

The effect of wide PP on clinical outcomes and overall morbidity 
and mortality is profound and far-reaching (Table  2). The associa-
tion of wide PP with adverse cardiovascular outcomes is the most 

F I G U R E  2   Management of wide pulse 
pressure

TA B L E  1   Differential diagnosis for wide pulse pressure

Diagnosis

Physiologic Advanced Age

Pregnancy

Well-Conditioned 
Athletes

Pathologic Atherosclerosis

Aortic Regurgitation

Arteriovenous 
Fistula

Wet Beriberi

Distributive Shock

Elevated Intracranial 
Pressure

Hyperthyroidism/
Thyrotoxicosis
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well-documented correlation in the literature, although there is de-
bate around gender distribution and the relative utility of PP against 
SBP or DBP to predict cardiovascular risk.2-5,17,46-50 Multiple trials 
over the last three decades have demonstrated the predictive value 
of wide PP for coronary heart disease,5 congestive heart failure,51 
stroke,48 and general all-cause mortality,3,4 with a statistically sig-
nificant increase in risk for composite cardiovascular events start-
ing at PP > 80 mm Hg.52 The Framingham Heart Study concluded 
that each 10  mm  Hg increase in PP independently conferred a 
23% increased risk of developing coronary heart disease5 and each 
16 mm Hg increase independently associated with a 55% increased 
risk of developing congestive heart failure.53 These associations 
were unrelated to age or initiation of antihypertensive treatment 
in the follow-up period. Conversely, patients with a narrow PP are 
at lower risk, indicating a protective quality of narrow PP against 
cardiovascular-related mortality.4 Other trials have demonstrated an 
11% increase in stroke risk and a 16% increase in all-cause mortality 
for every 10 mm Hg increase in PP.54 Wide PP is also independently 
associated with risk of developing atrial fribrillation.1,55 For every 
20 mm Hg increase in PP, there is an adjusted hazard ratio of 1.28 for 

developing atrial fibrillation. This relationship exists independent of 
other BP values such as SBP, DBP, and MAP.

Wide PP is a predictor of worse outcomes in chronic kidney dis-
ease (CKD). In a study examining 329 patients with mild to mod-
erate CKD, baseline PP and SBP correlated to declining effective 
glomerular filtration rate (eGFR).56 A PP > 65 mm Hg was associated 
with worsening kidney function and may be a better predictor of 
adverse kidney outcomes than both systolic and diastolic BP. The 
RENAAL Study consisting of 1513 patients with diabetic nephropa-
thy and hypertension found that higher baseline PP associated with 
the greatest risk of disease progression but also with the greatest 
risk reduction following BP control with losartan.57 Data suggest 
that CKD and chronic hemodialysis are independent contributors to 
widened PP, with a positive correlation between wide PP and overall 
mortality.58-60 Further study is needed, however, to clarify whether 
PP reduction improves prognosis for CKD and chronic hemodialysis 
patients.

There is some evidence supporting wide PP as a poor prog-
nostic indicator for percutaneous coronary intervention (PCI) with 
higher rates of postoperative myocardial infarction and stroke,61,62 

Study Population Outcome

Framingham Heart 
Study (1999)5

1924 patients 
aged 50-79

Wide PP and systolic hypertension had a 
significantly positive association with coronary 
heart disease. Notably, there was a negative 
association between prevalence of coronary 
heart disease and diastolic blood pressure 
(DBP). Wide PP was accurate in predicting risk. 
Each 10 mm Hg increase in PP was associated 
with a 23% increase in risk for development of 
cardiovascular disease.

MRFIT Trial 
(2002)47

342 815 men 
aged 35-57 
without history 
of diabetes 
or myocardial 
infarction

Systolic blood pressure (SBP) and DBP were 
more strongly related to cardiovascular disease 
than PP. Concordant elevations in both SBP and 
DBP posed the greatest risk for cardiovascular 
disease-related mortality. However, in men aged 
45 y or older, PP was associated with increased 
mortality regardless of blood pressure control.

San Antonio Heart 
Study (2009)4

3632 patients 
aged 25-64 
without history 
of diabetes or 
cardiovascular 
disease

Prehypertensive patients with PP in the lower 
tertile were at lower risk of all-cause mortality 
compared to prehypertensive patients with PP in 
the upper tertile.

JPHC Study 
(2011)48

33 372 Japanese 
patients aged 
40-69 without 
history of 
cardiovascular 
disease or 
cancer

Increased PP, SBP, and DBP were all positively 
associated with risk of stroke. Notably, increased 
PP in otherwise normotensive patients also 
increased stroke risk.

RENAAL Study 
(2003)57

1513 patients 
with diabetic 
nephropathy 
and 
hypertension

Higher baseline PP was associated with the 
greatest risk of kidney disease progression but 
also with the greatest risk reduction following 
SBP control with losartan. Each 10 mm Hg 
increase in PP conferred a 17% increased risk of 
developing end-stage renal disease.

TA B L E  2   Large trials examining the 
effect of wide Pulse Pressure (PP) on 
clinical outcomes
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although cases of idiopathic peri-operative wide PP without adverse 
clinical outcomes have also been described.63 In a study of 10 876 
patients undergoing PCI, patients with wide PP were more often 
women with higher rates of hypercholesterolemia, kidney dysfunc-
tion, diabetes mellitus, and multiple vessel of left main coronary 
artery disease.62 Therefore, it is likely that wide PP is instead an indi-
cator of a higher-risk patient population with a worse prognosis due 
to poor vascular health and other pre-existing risk factors.

6  | ANTIHYPERTENSIVE TRE ATMENT

Special care should be given to the treatment of wide PP in the 
setting of hypertension; surveys show lower diagnosis and treat-
ment rates for isolated systolic hypertension in both the elderly and 
young adult populations,64 even though it constitutes the majority 
subtype of uncontrolled hypertension in patients aged 50 or older.9 
Current hypertensive treatment is largely centered around reduc-
ing SBP and DBP,65 but evidence suggests that successful treatment 
of these two measures does not always reduce PP.66 Several stud-
ies have found that different antihypertensive medications have 
varying effects on PP (Table 3), with thiazide diuretics being largely 
superior to beta-blockers in PP reduction.54,67-69 Two double-blind 
randomized controlled trials demonstrated efficacy of isosorbide di-
nitrate in decreasing SBP without significant change in DBP or heart 
rate, indicating that the drug may be an effective choice in control-
ling PP and treating isolated systolic hypertension.70,71 A large ret-
rospective analysis of the Veterans Affairs Single-Drug Therapy for 
Hypertension Study examining six classes of hypertensive agents 
found that hydrochlorothiazide was more successful than cloni-
dine, captopril, diltiazem, atenolol, and prazosin in treating to a PP 

goal of <50 mm Hg.67 Furthermore, drug combinations including a 
thiazide diuretic were superior to combinations without a thiazide 
diuretic both in reducing PP and reaching goal systolic and diastolic 
BP. These findings suggest that multi-drug regimens incorporating at 
least one thiazide diuretic-class medication may optimize both over-
all BP and PP control.

Several studies including the TNT trial72 have decried aggressive 
lowering of BP in accordance with a J-curve effect, whereby the risk 
of cardiovascular events and adverse clinical outcomes paradoxi-
cally increases below a DBP of around 85 mm Hg.73,74 This may be 
due to a parallel subclinical comorbidity or to insufficient coronary 
perfusion during diastole leading to cardiac myocyte ischemia.75 
However, the J-curve phenomenon has been disputed by several 
other large randomized controlled trials including the HOT trial.76 
The San Antonio Heart Study found that low DBP only correlated 
with cardiovascular and all-cause mortality if it occurred alongside 
widened PP, suggesting that low DBP by itself may not be a poor 
prognosticator and instead may reflect a wide PP secondary to un-
derlying arterial stiffening and atherosclerosis.4

However, both the ability to decrease PP and the benefits to 
long-term all-cause mortality of antihypertensive drugs have been 
largely attributed to their predominant effects on SBP.77,78As a re-
sult, current hypertension guidelines and goals for antihypertensive 
treatment are centered around SBP reduction and less so on PP 
control.79,80 More recently, the SPRINT trial81 and 2017 American 
College of Cardiology/AHA hypertension guidelines65,79,80 further 
promoted the benefits of intensive SBP control. Given the data sup-
porting wide PP as an independent risk factor for cardiovascular risk 
and mortality,2,4,17,46,47,49,50 more research is needed to further ex-
plore PP reduction as a proxy for clinical response to antihyperten-
sive treatment.

Study Conclusions

Cushman et al67 Over 1 y of treatment, reductions in PP were greater in 
hydrochlorothiazide when compared to clonidine, captopril, diltiazem, 
atenolol, and prazosin.

Hydrochlorothiazide decreased PP by 8.6 mm Hg, clonidine by 
6.3 mm Hg, captopril by 4.1 mm Hg, diltiazem by 5.5 mm Hg, atenolol 
by 4.1 mm Hg, and prazosin by 5 mm Hg.

Chang et al68 In elderly patients receiving one or two antihypertensive drugs, 
mean PP was 7 mm Hg lower in those receiving diuretics alone or in 
combination with beta-blockers when compared to those using beta-
blockers alone.

Starmans-Kool et al67 Compared to placebo, isosorbide dinitrate produced a statistically 
significant reduction in office PP. Systolic blood pressure and 
mean arterial pressure decreased in the treatment group without a 
significant change in diastolic blood pressure.

Duchier et al71 In elderly patients with isolated systolic hypertension, isosorbide 
dinitrate more significantly reduced PP (27 mm Hg) when compared 
to placebo (13 mm Hg). This effect was seen without significant 
changes in diastolic blood pressure, heart rate, or side effects.

Williams et al79 Folic acid supplementation was superior to placebo in increasing 
systemic arterial compliance and reducing brachial PP without 
changing mean arterial pressure.

TA B L E  3   Studies examining effects of 
different medications on Pulse Pressure 
(PP)
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7  | C A SE RE VISITED

Our patient presented with a markedly elevated PP of 135 mm Hg. 
Despite his geriatric age and history of extensive vasculopathy, pres-
entation with a PP of 135 mm Hg in the context of significant eleva-
tion of SBP and no history of wide PP was a cause for legitimate 
concern. Further workup was unrevealing, indicating that an under-
lying pathology as discussed in previous sections was unlikely; it is 
probable that his abnormal BP was a direct result of long-standing 
peripheral vascular disease and disseminated arteriosclerosis. A thi-
azide diuretic was added to the patient's medication regimen to de-
crease his systolic pressures and control PP.

8  | CONCLUSION

The etiology of widened PP is often multifaceted and difficult to 
define. While advanced age will often play a role in arterial wall 
stiffness and systolic-diastolic pressure discrepancy, consideration 
must also be given to underlying pathologies that may contribute to 
a hyperdynamic circulation and elevated PP. Wide PP has been dem-
onstrated to be a poor prognostic factor in several chronic diseases 
including cardiovascular disease and CKD. Further study is needed 
to parse out the pathophysiology of associated adverse outcomes 
and the clinical value of PP control.
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